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ritrea’s landmine and unexploded
ordnance contamination problem
began during World War II when
British and Italian forces fought on
Eritrean soil. A long struggle for independence (1962–1991) and a border war with
Ethiopia (1998–2000) followed, exacerbating the problem. Eritrea has never produced
or exported anti-personnel mines; all mines
used in the past were stolen from Ethiopian
forces from minefields or storage facilities
during the War of Independence. There are
no mine stockpiles except for 214 mines retained by the Eritrean Demining Authority
National Training Center for training and
development. Eritrea acceded to the Ottawa
Convention1 Aug. 27, 2001, and it entered
into force Feb. 1, 2002.
Extent of Contamination
The Landmine Impact Survey, completed in June 2004, found 481 of 4,176 communities affected by mines and UXO, with
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33 communities considered high impact,
100 medium impact and 348  low impact.
According to the LIS, there are 914 suspected mined areas and 113 UXO-contaminated
sites. Though the problem is nationwide,
the Shilalo area (Gash Barka region in the
southwest) is the most mine-affected area.
The mine- and UXO-contaminated
areas affect over 655,000 people in Eritrea.
The hardest hit members of the population
are rural inhabitants, nomadic people, landmine survivors, internally displaced persons
and refugees. Refugees and IDPs are often
prevented from returning home due to the
threat of mines in IDP- and refugee-camp
areas and in their home communities.
Humanitarian Challenge
Food security is unstable because much
of the agricultural land is contaminated
with mines. The problem has also impeded
building social-support systems for the most
vulnerable population groups and creating
linkages with recovery, reconstruction and
development. The scattered nature of the
mines and UXO, combined with changes
in weather patterns and seasonal activities,
puts the civilian population at particular
risk. During the harvest season (April–May)
or periods of drought and dramatic crop
failure, civilians often migrate far from local
areas seeking food and water into areas that
may have unmarked mine fields. Due to the
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thiopia’s 70-year history of internal and international armed
conflict, from the Italian invasion of 1935 to the EthiopianEritrean War (1998–2000), has contributed to significant
landmine and unexploded ordnance contamination. Ethiopia is one
of the world’s 10 most heavily mined countries, with the government
estimating it will take decades to clear.1 The most extensive contamination is in the Tigray, Afar and Somali regions. It is estimated that
during the recent Ethiopian-Eritrean conflict, Ethiopian forces laid
150,000–200,000 landmines and Eritrea laid 240,000 mines over
the disputed border areas.2
Norwegian People’s Aid completed a nationwide Landmine
Impact Survey in 2004. The LIS found 1.9 million people were at risk
and identified 1,492 landmine-impacted communities.3 Within the
past two years, 1,295 victims were recorded (including 588 fatalities),
with two-thirds reportedly engaged in herding or farming at the time
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mine-contaminated areas, the country is
unable to expand its road and transportation
network, other infrastructure projects and
the tourism industry.
Government Mine Action
In 2000, the United Nations Mission
in Ethiopia and the Eritrea Mine Action
Coordination Center was established. The
Center increased humanitarian mine-action
efforts, including support from international nongovernmental organizations and
U.N. agencies. In March 2002, the United
Nations Development Programme initiated the Mine Action Capacity Building
Program. The MACBP was designed to assist the Eritrean Demining Authority and
Eritrean Demining Operations in building
their capacity and implementing programs
including mine clearance, victim assistance
and mine-risk education.
The MACBP was later revised and updated to take into account changes in the mineaction sector resulting from Proclamation
123/2002 issued by the government of
Eritrea. The proclamation officially established the EDA and EDO in July 2002.
The EDA is the national authority responsible for policy regulation of the mineaction sector. EDO is the national institute
engaged in the operational aspects of mine
action. Under Proclamation 123/2002,
UNICEF assisted the EDA and EDO in

of the incident.3 The LIS also calculated 15,321 victims before 2002;
however there is “no comprehensive or systemic ongoing data collection mechanism in Ethiopia” for casualties, so actual casualty rates
are under-reported and unknown.4
Landmine/Explosive Remnants of War Action
After the end of the most recent conflict with Eritrea in 2000,
the government of Ethiopia ratified the Ottawa Convention5 Dec.
14, 2004, and it entered into force June 1, 2005. In 2004, a national capacity for quality assurance was established to regulate
humanitarian mine-action activities based on the International Mine
Action Standards.4
EMAO. The Ethiopian Mine Action Office was formed in
2001 to implement humanitarian mine action, as well as manage and coordinate clearance and mine-risk education nationally.
In late 2005, EMAO had six manual-clearance companies, three
mine-detection dogs and three ground-preparation machines.3
With the support of the United Nations Development Programme,
EMAO is also working to develop a national mine-action strategy
that addresses the socioeconomic impact of mines on communities, as there is no national capacity for dealing with mines in the
long term yet.
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development and implementation of the
national mine-risk education program. In
April 2005, the MACBP and UNICEF
suspended all support to EDA and EDO
operations because government authorities
impounded all EDA and EDO mine-action
vehicles due to a pending fuel crisis.2 Future
U.N. support will depend greatly on whether these vehicles are released.
According to Eritrea’s National Plan,
from 2005  to 2009 mine-action activities
will seek to fulfill four strategic objectives:
1. Return of displaced persons. Expand
resources to complete Technical
Survey and task-assessment planning, clearance, marking, and integrated mine-risk education and victim assistance to permit the return
of IDPs, returnees and refugees.3
2. High- and medium-impact communities. Clear high- and mediumimpact communities, and integrate
MRE and VA.
3. Low-impact communities. Conduct
MRE activities to reduce new casualties and assist clearance of UXO in
344 low-impact communities.
4. Victim support. Establish a victimsupport system that will provide effective assistance to victims.
RONCO Consulting Corporation, funded by the U.S. State Department, established

the Eritrean mine-detection dog capability,
and in 2006 EDO will have 18 MDDs supported by manual clearance teams. RONCO
trained two demining companies to operate
the latest demining technology and equipment. All RONCO fieldwork is fully integrated with EDO manual-clearance teams.
During 2004  and 2005, RONCO cleared
2,374,381 square meters (587 acres) of
land. MECHEM began operations under the UNMEE MACC coordination in
December 2004. MECHEM seeks to enhance the MACC’s existing manual capacity
through a training component, 10 MDDs
with five dog handlers, four mini-flails and
four mine-protected heavy vehicles with
steel wheels for ground preparation.
A Mine-safe Future
The vision for Eritrea’s mine action is
“an Eritrea with a physical environment that
will permit free movement, uninhibited development and poverty-reduction initiatives;
where victims are assisted and integrated
into society, and no new victims are occurring due to mines and UXO.”4 According
to Yohannes Embaye, Head of Plans and
Operations at EDA, the goal is to be minefree5 in 10 years.
To view endnotes and references for this article, visit http://maic.jmu.edu/journal/10.1/
profiles/eritrea/eritrea.htm/#endnotes.

EMAO reported that in 2004, 10.9 square kilometers (4.2 square
miles) of land were cleared and 478 anti-personnel mines, 67 antivehicle mines and 8,352 pieces of UXO were destroyed.4 EMAO’s
mine-risk education department (assisted by UNICEF) was established in March 2002 and works in coordination with other partners
such as the Rehabilitation and Development Organization, with a
particular focus on using community liaisons to provide MRE in
areas where mine clearance takes place, and who are attached to demining teams.
UNMEE MACC. The United Nations Mission in Ethiopia and
Eritrea Mine Action Coordination Center was set up in 2000 to
operate within the Temporary Security Zone, a 25-kilometer (16mile) post-conflict buffer zone between Ethiopia and Eritrea. The
MACC coordinates mine-clearance operations to support UNMEE
Peacekeeping Forces, ensuring their safety and securing mobility for
them while they are monitoring the TSZ. The MACC also provides
MRE to peacekeepers and communities living within the TSZ and
adjacent areas.
In 2005, the MACC cleared 6,282,083 square meters (two square
miles) of land and 1,639 kilometers (1,018  miles) of road and destroyed 348 mines and 11,109 pieces of UXO; that same year, there
were 45 casualties and 10 people killed within the TSZ.6
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RaDO. The Rehabilitation and Development Organization is an
indigenous nongovernmental organization that has been implementing MRE in the Tigray and Afar regions with financial and technical
assistance from UNICEF. In 2006, the organization has appealed for
funding for a victim-assistance project in the Somali region providing
physical rehabilitation to landmine/UXO victims.
Challenges and Hopes
Ethiopia has been identified as one of the “24 State Parties with
the greatest needs and responsibility to provide adequate survivor
assistance.”  4 In 2004, Teklewold Mengesha, Head of EMAO, estimated that at rates of demining at the time, it would take 20 years to
make Ethiopia impact-free of mines/UXO and continued significant
funding is required.7
By the end of the Ethiopia-Eritrea conflict in 2000 there were
an estimated 360,000 internally displaced Ethiopians, most of
whom came from the Tigray region as a result of the border dispute.8 As of November 2005, 62,000 people still remain displaced
while others have returned to their homes and are presently facing
both continued insecurity and landmines.8 The result is that many
are unable to use their land and are left dependent on food aid;
Continued on page 37, ETHIOPIA
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